Altitude-related cough.
Cough is a troublesome condition which affects many visitors to high altitude. Traditionally it has been attributed to the inspiration of the cold, dry air which characterizes the high altitude environment. This aetiology was brought into question by observations and experiments in long duration hypobaric chamber studies in which cough still occurred despite controlled temperature and humidity. Anecdotally however, exercise, possibly via the associated increase in ventilation, does appear to precipitate cough at altitude. It is likely that the term, altitude-related cough, covers a number of conditions and aetiologies. These aetiologies are discussed and include water loss from the respiratory tract; high altitude pulmonary oedema; acute mountain sickness; bronchoconstriction; respiratory tract infections; vasomotor rhinitis and post-nasal drip; and alterations in the central control of respiration. We hypothesize that there are two forms of altitude-related cough: a cough which may occur at relatively low altitudes and which is related to exercise and persists despite descent and a cough which does not occur at altitudes below 5000-6000 m and which improves rapidly with descent to lower altitude. The treatment of altitude-related cough is symptomatic and frequently ineffective. Further work is required to understand the nature and aetiology of the cough which occurs at high altitude before effective therapies can be developed.